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More than 800 candidates led by several high-profile ex- military figures have registered for the
August 14 congressional elections in Guatemala. However, despite the abundance of candidates,
analysts predict voter apathy could result in 60% to 75% absenteeism at the polls. The idea of
holding early congressional elections this year rather than await the next scheduled round of
voting in 1995 first came to light in August 1993, after President Ramiro de Leon demanded that the
legislature resign en masse to facilitate a purge of deputies implicated in corruption. Rather than
resign, the deputies negotiated an accord with the executive to enact constitutional reforms that
would, among other things, pave the way for new legislative elections this year.
The constitutional reforms including the decision to hold new congressional elections were ratified
by Guatemalan voters in a referendum last January, paving the way for the Supreme Electoral
Tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE) to formally convoke the elections and open the
campaign period last April. Preparations for the elections have generally moved slowly, with
candidates registering at the last minute and citizen interest more attuned to the World Cup soccer
games than politics. All told, 800 candidates from 18 political parties will participate, including 11 exmilitary officers who enjoyed prominent roles in the nation's political life in the early 1980's, before
the country was returned to civilian rule in 1986.
The most well-known of the military candidates are ex- generals Efrain Rios Montt and Oscar Mejia
Victores. Gen. Rios Montt ruled the country from March 1992-August 1993, after a military coup
d'etat ousted ex-president Gen. Romeo Lucas Garcia (1978-1982) from power. In August of 1993,
Mejia Victores who was Rios's defense minister led another coup that ousted Rios from power.
Mejia then ruled as de facto chief of state until the return to constitutional rule in January 1986,
when Vinicio Cerezo of the Christian Democrat Party (PDC) took office as the country's first civilian
president in 20 years. Rios is running for congressional office on the ticket of the Frente Republicano
Guatemalteco (FRG), a party which he founded in 1990.
Mejia Victores is running on the joint ticket of the Frente de Unidad Nacional (FUN) and the Alianza
Popular 5 (AP-5). Three other prominent ex-military officers are also running for office under the
auspices of the Partido Revolucionario (PR): Col. Julio Caballeros Signe, three-time chief of police;
Col. Francisco Luis Gordillo, who together with Rios Montt was a member of the original threeman military junta that took over from ex-president Lucas Garcia in March 1982; and retired general
Benedicto Lucas Garcia, brother of ex-president Romeo Lucas Garcia.
Meanwhile, the Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN) which is now considered one of the country's
strongest parties is running a group of ex-deputies that resigned from the legislature during the
executive's failed attempt last year to purge corrupt officials from congress. The PAN candidates
apparently gained wide voter sympathy for their decision to resign, and the party is now seen as
less corrupt than most of the other mainstream parties. The Christian Democrats, meanwhile, are
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running a completely new slate of candidates, since the party held a controversial internal vote this
year that led to a prohibition against all current legislators from running for reelection on the PDC
ticket. Among the PDC's most prominent candidates are the former Bank of Guatemala president
Lizardo Sosa and PDC economist Alfonso Portillo.
Notwithstanding the huge number of candidates participating in the elections, recent polls indicate
that most voters about 85% according to one poll published on Aug. 3 don't even know who the
legislative contestants are, reflecting a general lack of voter interest in the elections. As a result,
Mario Roberto Guerra, president of the TSE, predicts that voter apathy and unfamiliarity with the
candidates could result in an absenteeism rate of 60%. Independent estimates suggest abstentionism
could run as high as 75%.
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